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The Bureau o f Business and Economic Research is the research and public 
service branch o f The University o f Montana’s School o f Business Administration.
The Bureau is involved in a wide variety o f activities, including economic 
analysis and forecasting; health care, forest products, and manufacturing industry 
research; and survey research. The latest information about these topics is 
published regularly in the Bureau’s award-winning magazine, the Montana 
Business Quarterly, which is partially supported by Wells Fargo.
The Bureau’s Economics Montana forecasting system provides public and 
private decision makers with reliable forecasts and analysis. These state and local 
area forecasts are the focus o f the annual series o f Economic Outlook Seminars, cosponsored by First Interstate Bank, the 
Bureau, and respective Chambers o f Commerce in Billings, Bozeman, Butte, Great Falls, Helena, Kalispell, and Missoula.
The Montana Poll, a quarterly public opinion poll, questions Montanans about their views on a variety o f economic 
and social issues. The Bureau also conducts contract survey research and offers a random-digit dialing program for survey 
organizations in need o f random telephone samples.
The Health Care Industry Research Program examines markets, trends, industry structure, costs, and other high 
visibility topics in this important Montana industry.
Research on the forest products industry has long been an important part o f Bureau operations. While emphasis is 
placed on Montana’s industry, the cooperative research with the U.S. Forest Service involves most o f the Western states. A 
recently-formed research consortium including the Bureau, the Forest Products Department at the University o f Idaho, and 
the Wood Materials and Engineering Laboratory at Washington State University addresses forest operations and utilization 
problems unique to the Inland Northwest.
The Bureau, in cooperation with Montana Business Connections, recently expanded the scope o f its ongoing wood 
products manufacturing research to include all o f Montana’s manufacturing industries. Through this program, a 
comprehensive statewide electronic information system will be developed.
Bureau personnel continually respond to numerous requests for local, state, and national economic data. D on’t 
hesitate to call on Bureau staff members if they can be o f service to you.
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I n 1966, when the “Star Trek” television series first aired, Capt. James Tiberius Kirk was still shopping at the local five-and'dime during visits back home on planet 
Earth. Even in 1987, when Capt. Jean-Luc Picard 
commanded the bridge of a refurbished U.S.S. Enterprise, 
most people were still shopping at small, locally owned and 
operated stores.
By the end of the 20th century, people worldwide, perhaps 
even Trekkies, were spending more and more dollars, pesos 
and Euros in “big-box” stores, one of the most significant 
developments ever in discount merchandising.
Often as large as 220,000 square feet, these superstores 
seem to be taking over the galaxy — even in sparsely 
populated Montana. Big Sky communities have seen the 
typical, controversial effects when warehouse stores 
announce plans to build on the outskirts of town. Winning 
approval to build or expand such businesses has been a 
difficult task for corporate directors and economic 
development leaders, who look to box store shoppers for 
positive economic returns in an otherwise sluggish economy.
Communities experiencing hard times often see the 
expansion of discount retailers as a boost to the local 
economy. Some argue that providing more places for people 
to shop enhances the local tax base, increases revenues, 
provides more jobs, and offers a wider variety of products at 
lower prices.
While these are desirable attributes, economist William H. 
Fruth shares a different view in a paper, “The Flow o f Money 
and Its Impact on Local Economies.” Fruth is the president of 
POLICYCOM Corp., an independent economic research 
firm in Florida.
Fruth writes: “Retail is absolutely dependent upon the 
condition of the local economy. It cannot grow any greater 
than the amount of disposable income within the economy.
It will decline if the flow of money into an area is reduced.
It does not create wealth but absorbs wealth. A vibrant, 
dynamic retail sector is not the cause of a strong local 
economy, but the result of it.”
The fiscal benefits to a community that is home to 
multiple mega-stores are much more complex, and may be 
lower than they first appear. Because shopping patterns 
almost undoubtedly shift, employment levels will adjust and 
municipal preparedness comes into question. That’s why 
Montana Business Quarterly looked at the big picture of 
bringing big-box retail to town.
Bigger May Or 
May Not Be Better
Montanans know big. The nation’s fourth largest state, 
at 147,046 square miles, Montana is just plain big. A Costco 
warehouse, at 125,000 square feet, is also big. Everything 
inside the store is big, too. Big-box retailers are large,
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industrial-style stores with footprints ranging from 20,OCX) 
square feet to 200,000 square feet. Big-box stores typically fall 
within one of four major subgroups: discount department 
stores, category killers, outlet stores, and warehouse clubs.
Discount department stores, ranging from 80,000 square 
feet to 130,000 square feet, offer a wide variety of 
merchandise, including automotive parts and services, 
housewares, home furnishings, apparel, and beauty products. 
Shopko, Target, Wal-Mart, and Kmart fall within this category.
Category killers, ranging from 20,000 square feet to 
120,000 square feet, offer a large selection of products for a 
specific industry. Office Depot, Lowe’s, Home Depot, and Toys 
‘R’ Us are some of the largest category killers.
Outlet stores, ranging from 20,000 square feet to 80,000 
square feet, are typically the discount arms of major 
department stores such as Nordstrom Rack and J.C. Penny 
Outlet. In addition, manufacturers such as Nike, Bass Shoes, 
and Burlington Coat Factory have retail outlet stores.
Warehouse clubs, as large as 200,000 square feet, offer 
bulk goods at wholesale prices. However, warehouse clubs 
provide a limited number of product items (5,000 or less). This 
group includes retailers such as Costco Wholesale and Sam’s 
Club.
Competitive Nature
To overcome the flashy advertising and new facilities of box 
stores, small businesses have to do business differently, several 
Montana business people say. Consumers are driven by service,
price and the quality of product, says Stewart Weis, who owns 
a group of Montana Ace Hardware stores in western Montana 
with his wife, Meg.
A transplant from suburban Chicago, Weis knows what 
competitive advantages his stores must offer. The couple’s first 
Missoula hardware store was originally a Coast to Coast. Now, 
with two stores in Missoula, one in Hamilton and one each in 
Ronan and Poison, Weis says: “It’s been a learning experience 
for us. [Poison and Ronan] are 12 miles apart, and it’s amazing 
how different they are. Ronan has an agricultural base. Poison 
has more retirees -  a bit more disposable income. As long as 
you treat them right, they will be loyal customers.”
A third-generation hardware professional, Weis says he has 
learned how to do business against big-box retailers. “It’s kind 
of like David and Goliath,” he quips.
“There are small things they could never touch,” he says. 
“They will never offer the service that we do. There’s a 
different work ethic here than in the larger markets, and 
customers are spoiled by the sheer choice. And, someone 
down the street is ready, willing and able to take their 
business.”
When Costco opened in Missoula, Weis’s stores reported 
very little impact. Home Depot hurt the Ace stores a bit in the 
beginning, but “to me, their strongest point is creating a low- 
price perception,” Weis says.
One store that did close shortly after Home Depot opened 
in Missoula was Thurman’s. But Weis attributes that to 
Thurman’s small customer base and its focus on electrical
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Sprawling Costs
Sprawl-Busters, an International Clearinghouse 
on Big Box Anti-Sprawl Information, believes 
sprawling business development on the outskirts of 
cities has caused a number of unexpected problems 
for rural, suburban and urban communities, 
including:
• loss of open space and unique natural areas,
• over-dependence on the automobile and 
superhighways,
• traffic and associated air-quality problems,
• threats to water quality and aquifers,
• costly new infrastructure,
• homogenization of rural landscapes,
• reduction o f wildlife habitat,
• mismanagement of storm water and sewage, 
and
• deterioration of historic commercial centers 
-  downtown business districts.
Source: A1 Norman, Sprawl-Busters, an 
International Clearinghouse on Big Box 
Anti-Sprawl Information
and plumbing items. Weis changed his stores’ hours before 
Home Depot opened as an added protection.
Weis admits his sales growth has not met projections in 
the Mission and Flathead valleys. “There’s simply not enough 
population base to support the kind of growth we projected,” 
he notes. “In the whole arena of retailing, Missoula is still 
young, a fertile area. There’s still room for someone to come 
in, set up, and do quite well.”
Lowe’s, for instance, is still trying to iron out a Bozeman 
deal and recently began construction of a Missoula 
warehouse.
Among the competitors already established in Missoula 
are Ace, Boyce Lumber, Quality Supply, and several others. 
Weis says: “The amount of impact you will feel from a Home 
Depot or a Lowe’s operating in your market is directly related 
to how many players are in your market. I look at the three of 
us as enjoying a fairly peaceful co-existence.”
Since Home Depot opened, the smaller local stores saw 
sales decline, but Weis says that was just the buyers’ 
“honeymoon period.”
“We’ve done some market analysis,” he says. “In the mid- 
1990s, studies showed that consumers in the Pacific Northwest 
and Inland Northwest have a greater sense of loyalty to the 
local guy. It’s a scenario that’s played itself out thousands of 
times across the country. Once the impact from the first home 
improvement center is over, you will hardly feel it.”
The owners o f Quality Supply are doing what they can to 
lessen the effects of big-box retail, as well. “They obviously
draw more people into the area. Hopefully, they are coming 
to us too,” says Suzanne Peterson, who owns the Quality 
Supply stores in Montana with her husband, Dave.
“Our market area has increased definitely,” Peterson 
notes. In 1992, Quality Supply opened in a larger Missoula 
location, which was made even larger in 1995, the same year 
the Hamilton store opened. The “Big Q ” came to Dillon in 
1984, and in 1997, a store opened in Butte. All locations 
serve several surrounding counties.
However, Peterson says sales of hand tools and power tools 
have slowed. “Home Depot has a better selection,” she adds, 
“not necessarily better prices.” One big advantage of the 
Quality Supply stores is their specialization in farm and ranch 
vaccination and medical supplies. These items aren’t carried 
by larger retailers, but have a definite market in agricultural 
areas.
To exceed customer expectations, Quality Supply’s buyers 
try to stock items that customers commonly ask for and that 
aren’t always available at the larger stores. Peterson admits 
that box stores have taken some business away, roughly a 10 
percent drop when Home Depot opened in Missoula.
“Costco hasn’t really affected us,” she says. Neither has 
Wal-Mart.
“You have to be a better retailer when dealing with 
them,” she has learned. To sell “Real Products for Real 
People,” Quality Supply now has a Web site 
(www.qualitysupply.com). “We’re not frivolous,” Peterson 
says. “These are things that you really need to have. We are 
always trying to get the right products in.”
If a customer comes in and says they have found a product 
they like at another store and it’s a brand name that Quality 
Supply carries, they will contact the vendor and have the 
specific item shipped right away. “Customer service brings 
customers,” says Peterson.
Boxes Are Cemented in 
Bozeman
Bozeman is a prime example o f what corporations and 
communities may face when a big-box retailer announces 
plans to move to town. Local and regional specialty dealers in 
Bozeman are at risk in a market dominated by warehouse- 
sized home centers, discounters, and expanding national 
specialty chains.
The newest exit on Interstate 90 between Bozeman and 
Belgrade takes travelers to 19th Avenue, where business is 
booming. The mass-market retail chains along 19th are a 
prime example of the challenges stores with narrow product 
niches face when doing business in a competitive climate. 
Customers gravitate to the larger oudets offering broader 
assortments o f merchandise.
“The wave of the big-box stores started in ’97 when 
Costco came to town,” remembers David Smith, president 
and chief executive officer of the Bozeman Area Chamber of 
Commerce. Within two years, a two-mile-long block of retail 
space opened on 19th Avenue.
“At that time, and still now, people in town compare [ 19th 
Avenue] to King Avenue in Billings and Reserve Street in
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Study I: Use of Big-Box Stores, Bozeman Residents
During the summer o f 2001, a survey o f 125 Bozeman households was conducted by Montana State University’s 
College o f Business, using a sampling o f 10 randomly selected clusters in 10 regions.
Survey takers went door-to-door. If someone refused to participate or was not at home, a neighbor was re­
cruited. The respondents received a hand-delivered survey, and the surveyor picked up the completed materials 15 
minutes later.
In the study, four utilization patterns were observed among Bozeman residents, according to the number of 
times they visited big-box stores in the past year and the average amount o f money spent per visit. The four 
segments were the following:
Infrequent light spenders (24 percent) -  They go to big boxes less than five times a year and spend less than 
$25 on an average trip. These consumers view big boxes as unpleasant, ugly, boring and aggravating. These 
shoppers were neutral toward big boxes as being practical, useful places.
Infrequent big spenders (12 percent) -  They go to big boxes about five times per year and will spend about 
$100 per trip. These consumers view big boxes as unpleasant, ugly, boring and aggravating. This segment viewed big 
boxes as providing practical value to their lives.
Frequent moderate spenders (37 percent) -  They go 20 or more times per year and spend over $50 per trip. 
These people tend to view big boxes as moderately pleasant, exciting, attractive and soothing. Frequent big-box 
shoppers viewed these retail establishments as practical, useful, necessary and valuable.
Moderate users and moderate spenders (27 percent) — They go about once a month (12 times per year) and 
spend around $50 per trip. They perceived big-box stores as places for practical useful purchases.
Other characteristics:
Demographics did not distinguish utilization patterns for big-box stores. No major differences were observed for 
the age o f the consumer or income. Small differences were found with regard to household composition, larger 
families with children being more frequent big-box shoppers. Furthermore, women were more likely to be frequent 
and moderate big-box shoppers than men. As one would anticipate, more frequent big-box shoppers were slightly 
more price conscious than the other segments.
Conclusions:
• On average, Bozeman residents visit big boxes 11 to 15 times per year.
• Three-quarters o f Bozeman residents use big-box stores.
• Sixty-four percent are avid consumers at big-box stores.
• Consumers spend around $50 per trip at big-box stores.
• Almost all consumers view big boxes as useful places to shop.
• The community was mixed with regards to how pleasant big-box shopping experiences are.
• Demographic variables did not distinguish big-box usage very much.
Study II: Wal-Mart Expansion to a Supercenter
A second study also used a geographical-cluster probability sample design. For this study, 20 clusters were 
selected across regions o f the community. Similar to the first study, those refusing to participate were replaced by 
neighbors.
A poll was conducted o f 218 households to quantify their views about a Wal-Mart Supercenter in Bozeman. 
Presented below are the views o f community residents:
• 40 percent o f the respondents supported the Supercenter, 26 percent were neutral, and 34 percent were 
against the expansion.
• Those in favor o f expansion (40 percent) tended to view the Supercenter as being a pleasant and attractive 
place. They also viewed the Supercenter as useful, necessary, valuable, and practical.
• Those who did not favor expansion viewed the Supercenter as an unpleasant, unattractive, aggravating place 
to shop. They were neutral about how practical, useful, necessary and valuable a Supercenter would be.
| Those supporting the Supercenter thought they would go about five times a month, while those against 
would either not go or go about one time per month.
Respondents were asked if they thought a new Wal-Mart Supercenter would be a threat to the economy. Those 
against its expansion were more likely to agree with this than those arguing for the Supercenter. Similarly, those 
opposed to the Supercenter thought it would hurt local grocery stores, while those in favor were neutral.
Demographic characteristics did not distinguish how people felt about the addition o f the Supercenter to the 
community.
—  Studies were conducted by Dr. David Snepenger, professor o f marketing, College o f Business, Montana State 
University-Bozeman
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Missoula,” he adds. “The original concept was an expressway. 
It became the growth corridor. That’s urban planning in 
America; it’s not unique to Bozeman.”
In 1997, Costco’s 120,000-square-foot warehouse was 
alone on the strip. There were no stop lights. Belgrade, a 
“bedroom community” a few miles west, was growing -  as 
was the traffic in Bozeman. Costco chose Bozeman because it 
is equidistant to the chain’s Missoula and Billings 
warehouses. “In Costco’s case, they were thinking o f getting 
into the market before Sam’s Club or another competitor 
did,” Smith notes.
At first, Costco and most o f 19th Avenue were not in the 
city limits, so Bozeman had annexation and infrastructure 
worries. It boiled down to approving a stop light for a 
warehouse that employs about 100 people for $12 to $13 an 
hour. Smith says: “They are a positive economic impact on 
the community. It meant Bozeman was going to become the 
regional trade center, instead of Butte or Helena.” About 55 
percent of Bozeman’s Costco members are non-Gallatin 
County residents.
“Costco cemented Bozeman’s role as a regional trade 
area,” Smith says. “Now, with Home Depot, Target, Lowe’s, 
Super Wal-Mart, that’s one leg of a stool. Another leg is 
downtown Bozeman, which has been around 120 years.”
Downtown has variety, historic architecture, and is 
pedestrian-friendly. It has diversity, with an array of 
government and school district offices, three large bank 
headquarters, theaters, and art galleries. “Downtown has 
carved out a wonderful niche,” Smith says.
The third leg supporting Bozeman’s retail stool is Montana 
State University, with 12,000 students and 3,000 employees.
“19th Avenue is very sexy right now,” Smith says. 
“Everybody wants to be in the new, big buildings. We are 
requiring them to put up landscaping and awnings, but they 
are still concrete boxes.” An abundance of smaller strip malls 
have joined the fray along 19th, populated by big-box tag- 
along stores: Michael’s, Borders Books and Tapes, Ross Dress 
for Less, Petsmart, Old Navy and Pier One. Each tag-along 
requires a 20,000- to 40,000-square-foot location.
Bozeman Wal-Mart,
Home Depot Agree 
to Conditions
Another 1-90 interchange -  Seventh Avenue -  carries 
shoppers to Bozeman’s Wal-Mart, which is in the process of 
completing a controversial overhaul into a supercenter. In 
2000, Wal-Mart announced plans to more than double its 
existing 80,000-square-foot facility to 200,000 square feet. 
The larger store will not only be a mass retailer, but a mass- 
quantity grocer. Wal-Mart has quietly become the second- 
largest grocer in the country by adding large grocery stores to 
their retail outlets.
In mid-2000, Bozeman put Wal-Mart’s application for a 
supercenter on hold, pending results o f an economic impact 
study -  paid for by Wal-Mart. Bay Area Economics did the 
report. Smith recalls that the results showed 250 new jobs to
be created by Wal-Mart Supercenter, while roughly 125 jobs 
would be lost at other area grocery stores and pharmacies. So 
the net gain was 125 jobs.
Before a decision was reached, the City Commission 
appointed a task force to give elected and appointed officials 
and the public an opportunity to examine large-scale 
retailing and its potential impacts. The city commissioners 
looked at the study findings and set 45 conditions, o f which 
Wal-Mart met 44. Then they went to work mitigating the 
impact of the lost jobs. The only question left was: “How big 
of a check was [Wal-Mart] going to write?” The city wanted 
to fix perceived parking problems in the downtown business 
district and wanted Wal-Mart to pay for a $20 million 
downtown parking structure, public transportation system, 
and walking trail.
On July 29, 2002, the task force presented a report to the 
City Commission recommending additional application 
requirements and review criteria for medium- and large-scale 
retailers. The commission subsequently directed city staffers 
to write an ordinance implementing the task force 
recommendations.
In September 2002, the city o f Bozeman gave Wal-Mart 
the go-ahead to expand from a 121,000-square-foot store to 
205,684 square feet. The supercenter will include a full 
grocery store. Through negotiations, Wal-Mart agreed to pay 
the city $450,000 for its impacts on affordable housing, 
downtown businesses, and the economy. The city will bill 
Wal-Mart $500,000, but give them a $50,000 credit for the 
economic impact study. How the remaining $450,000 is used 
is up to the commission. An additional $228,000 in street 
work, sewer installation, traffic lights, and other 
improvements remain on the table.
Wal-Mart waited three years to expand its Bozeman store 
into a supercenter. It took Wal-Mart and the city a year to 
agree how much the store should pay. Fortunately for Wal- 
Mart, the new facility was approved before the task force 
recommended a ban on stores larger than 100,000 square 
feet. That vote came Nov. 25, 2002, along with new rules for 
economic development fees, affordable housing incentives, 
and re-use plans.
A full year before the ordinance was enacted, in the first 
weeks of December 2001, two o f the nation’s largest home- 
remodeling stores announced plans to build in Bozeman. 
Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse presented 
preliminary plans for a 121,000-square-foot building to city 
advisory boards, while Home Depot, the country’s largest 
home improvement chain, took preliminary plans for a 
94,000-square-foot building to the Design Review Board and 
the Development Review Committee. The competitors were 
set to face off across from one another on 19th Avenue.
In February 2002, the City Commission approved the 
Home Depot, after the store agreed to put down $400,000 
for potential impacts to the local economy. However, if an 
economic impact study revealed no negative impacts, the 
store would be repaid. Home Depot also agreed to pay 
$100,000 for affordable housing.
As Home Depot and Lowe’s were going through the
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planning process, they watched and learned from the 
Wal-Mart experience. Home Depot came to the table with 
its checkbook open -  the $100,000 payment to the city’s 
affordable housing program. The $400,000 check went into 
an escrow account to fund a Big Box Task Force.
“There is a serious division created in this community 
about box stores -  what is their impact,” acknowledges 
Smith, of the Bozeman Chamber. “Home Depot got their 
approval because they came to the first meeting with a 
checkbook.”
In the week after Home Depot won city approval, and one 
week before Lowe’s came with its request, city officials 
enacted an emergency ordinance putting all new retail stores 
over 50,000 square feet on hold. Because of this, Phil 
Saccoccia, a Bozeman landowner who had an agreement to 
sell land along 19th Avenue to Lowe’s, is suing the city for 
infringement of free trade. The ban, effective since March 
2002, was intended to buy the task force time to brainstorm a 
list of rules for future Bozeman-located chain stores. This 
action has delayed Lowe’s plans for a Bozeman store.
Cities Across Montana 
Make Plans
As transportation improves, Montanans are traveling 
longer distances to work and shop. As a result, many 
downtown retailers have either gone out of business or have 
moved to shopping malls. In some places, property values and 
revenues have dropped. Historic buildings have been 
abandoned, reinforcing the perception that downtown 
neighborhoods are dying.
In Anaconda, the Montana State University-Deer Lodge 
County Extension Office is emphasizing economic 
development in hopes that local business people will better 
understand their core customers and what they need to keep 
shoppers in town.
Extension agent Barbara Andreozzi tells of a November 
2000 survey mailed to 500 randomly selected households. 
With a 49 percent return rate, Andreozzi issued the survey 
results in a January 2001 report.
The survey asked:
“Please check where you usually buy these goods or 
services. And list the reasons.” Respondents could circle 
more than one choice.
Eighty-eight percent of Anacondans said they go to Butte 
for sporting goods. The remaining purchases were made in 
Anaconda.
What do Anaconda residents shop for locally? Banking 
was highest on the list, and before Wal-Mart expanded to 
offer groceries, 94 percent said they bought groceries in town. 
Cars, beauty supplies and services, insurance, and 
entertainment also ranked high among local shoppers.
For jewelry purchases, 59 percent of respondents named 
Butte as the preferred destination. Another 54 percent said 
Anaconda. For giftware, Butte was again the first choice and 
Anaconda second. Sixty-eight percent of those polled bought 
carpet and flooring in Butte, and 78 percent went to the 
Mining City for televisions and other consumer electronics.
Andreozzi notes that more than 82 percent of hardware 
purchases were made locally -  in Anaconda, as were 81 percent 
of plumbing and electrical supply purchases. Anaconda got 71 
percent of the lumber trade and 61 percent of the appliance 
purchases. “It was selection and cost,” she says.
She wasn’t overly surprised, though, when the open-ended 
questions revealed out-shopping patterns to cities other than 
Butte, which is only 25 miles from Anaconda. “We did find 
out, for instance,” Andreozzi says, “for Christmas shopping, all 
our people were going to Butte first, then to Missoula, and we 
were third. The bigger selection stores really showed up 
there.”
With all these findings, however, Anaconda still doesn’t 
have the population to support niche stores, she adds. 
Products like children’s clothing, infant’s clothing, some 
beddings, linens, and shoes could be bought over the 
Internet, but Anaconda ranks much lower than the national 
average for people shopping online, too.
The extension service survey also showed that Anaconda 
shoppers stay close to home to save time and for convenience 
and customer service. However, 83 percent said prices, hours 
of operation, and limited selection were what they liked least 
about in-town shopping. Andreozzi said businesses have been 
consciously working to overcome some of these issues by 
extending their hours to at least 6 p.m. “They have to know 
their niche and be very true to their core customers,” she says.
Connie Kenney, executive vice president of the Butte- 
Silver Bow Chamber of Commerce, has been working for 12 
years to expand the business potential and quality of life in 
the Butte area. The Mining City has had its ups and downs,
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admittedly, but big retailers continue to look at the city as a 
viable location. It started with Kmart in the 1990s, then Wal- 
Mart opened as a stand-alone store. Two years ago, Wal-Mart 
became a supercenter with a complete grocery.
Kenney believes that Wal-Mart’s expansion didn’t provoke 
much opposition in Butte because the store’s management 
has been extremely supportive o f nearly every nonprofit 
organization and community endeavor. “There was no 
argument, no hype,” Kenney remembers. “All they had to do 
was put in a stoplight and a warning light. I think it’s because 
they are such good citizens that it went that easily.”
“[A box store] brings in people,” she notes. “We see out- 
of-county cars and hope [visitors] will go to the other stores, 
eat, get gas.” By supporting box stores, the chamber hopes 
shoppers will also patronize the smaller specialty stores. “All 
of these things are a mixed blessing, of course,” Kenney says. 
“You fight to retain the businesses that are already in your 
community. They’re the backbone of our community.”
“The point is bringing people into Butte,” she says. 
“Another reason is, when you have some of these box stores, 
it reduces some of the leakage (shoppers traveling to other 
cities). It does make us a regional shopping center. There’s no 
question it hurts your small, home-owned store. You can’t 
fight trends, or you will be out of the loop.”
Kenney knows that Butte’s locally owned businesses 
understand their niche. With charge accounts and personal 
services such as garment alterations, they offer what a box 
store cannot. “They sell service,” she says.
It has been very beneficial for Butte to have a working 
plan for retail development, she says. “If people are going to 
come in, they have to see what there is for them. We want to 
grow, but we want to grow with planning.” Kenney says Wal- 
Mart will actually bring in people to talk with local business 
owners about how to compete with the mega-store. They 
teach people: Get a niche. Don’t sell what we sell, because 
we absolutely can outsell you.
“We want to be a regional center, but [there is a] leakage 
issue,” Kenney says. “I worry about Anaconda and Deer 
Lodge, too. They are our sister cities. I don’t want businesses 
to go out of those cities, either.”
In northeastern Montana, Mike Carlson sees the same 
concerns in his job as coordinator for Eastern Plains Resource 
Conservation and Development, a Sidney-based, 16-county 
consortium for economic and human development. People 
from Glendive and Miles City regularly travel to shop in 
Billings, or across the border to North Dakota, he notes.
Miles City does have a Wal-Mart, Carlson says. Glendive 
has Kmart, and Glasgow has Pamida. But there’s not much 
that compares to the box stores. “We’re losing population out 
here,” he says. “Any o f the chambers of commerce are 
worried about that.” To offset those worries, Carson is quick 
to point out that most small-town stores are price- 
competitive with a box store. Plus, “there is a large degree of 
loyalty here.”
Cities Should Plan Ahead
Pre-planning is the key to box store acceptance. So claims 
a report prepared for the Orange County Business Council 
by Marlon Boamet, associate professor in the departments of 
urban planning and economics at the University of 
Califomia-Irvine, and Randall Crane, associate professor in 
the School of Public Policy and Social Research at the 
University of California at Los Angeles.
The report’s key findings include:
• The aggressive entry o f supercenters into the regional 
grocery business is expected to depress industry wages.
• Discount retail chains that operate supercenters 
typically offer much less comprehensive health-care coverage 
than major grocery chains. One negative economic impact of 
supercenters could be a dramatic reduction in health 
coverage.
• The fiscal benefits o f supercenters, and of discount 
retailers more generally, are often much more complex and 
lower than they first appear. This is particularly true when 
big-box retailers close existing stores to move into larger 
quarters elsewhere, when they expand an existing store, and 
when retailers reconfigure an existing store to sell food 
without expansion. In each case, the additional tax revenues 
generated will in part come from existing businesses 
elsewhere in the city in the form of lost market share.
• Supercenters are often conversions of existing discount 
retail stores. Local officials should carefully consider the 
possibility of a future conversion to a supercenter, and any 
attendant negative economic, fiscal, or land use impacts, 
when approving big-box discount retail projects, even when 
the proposed land use does not include plans for grocery 
sales.
To address those issues, Boamet and Crane have 
developed a checklist for evaluating big-box retail projects. 
They suggest a systematic review o f the positive and negative 
impacts on local workers, municipal finances, and on other 
key community issues.
Their recommendations include:
• Determining how much a new big-box outlet will cut 
into existing local retail market share by taking inventory of 
the local retail base. It is a task, they say, that includes 
assessment o f resulting job changes, lower wages, available 
medical coverage and other fringe benefits.
• Asking if the new big-box outlet could lead to vacancies 
or changes in local land use. This involves taking an 
inventory of vacant land and commercial properties, as well 
as re-use or redevelopment possibilities for competing sites.
• Assessing how much the new development will cost 
your municipality. By examining the cost o f infrastructure 
and utilities (streets, sewer connections, water lines, etc.), 
traffic and other service impacts, city officials can then 
calculate the cost of associated economic development 
incentives and changes in local tax revenues.
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• Considering future expansion and facility use. City 
leaders must ask about future plans up-front. It’s best to be 
prepared with a plan for expansion contingencies.
• Deciding how to make up for lost business in 
neighboring towns and in special business districts. For 
example, will it reduce the appeal of a downtown that you 
are trying to preserve or revitalize?
Because every Montana municipality is autonomous, 
independence works against smaller towns by denying them 
the ability to plan effectively in collaboration with 
neighboring towns. The absence of regional planning 
authorities enables big-box retailers to threaten towns that if 
they don’t grant construction permits, the retailer will 
approach the next town or build on county land. If the 
retailer builds in the next town over, locally owned businesses 
will still feel adverse effects, without receiving any of the tax 
revenues the megastore produces.
In California, state legislators wanted to stop local 
municipalities from approving construction of any store with 
more than 100,000 square feet - where more than 15,000 
square feet would be earmarked for food and drugs, which are 
non-taxable in California. California’s major supermarket 
chains and their unions backed the measure; lobbying by 
powerhouse box retailers helped to kill the legislation.
The short-lived, controversial bill spun easily through both 
legislative houses, surprising retailers. Two weeks later, Gov. 
Gray Davis vetoed the measure after strenuous lobbying by 
mass retailers and their customers.
In Montana, as the geographical landscape changes, so too 
will purchasing patterns. In the world of big-box retail, the sky 
may very well be the final frontier for mass merchandising.
Amy Joyner is a writer and a publications assistant at The 
University of Montana Bureau of Business and Economic 
Research.
Montana Business Quarterly/Winter 9
MOUNTAIN WEST
How the Mountain West Was 
Won by the GOP
Affluent Suburbanites Fleeing California 
Have Made Region the Biggest Republican Bastion
by Tom Kenworthy and Paul Overberg 
USA Today
Editor’s Note: This article was published in the Oct. 28, 2002 
edition of USA TODAY and is part of the Montana Business 
Quarterly’s ongoing coverage of migration and population trends 
in Montana. Jim Sylvester, an economist at the Bureau of 
Business and Economic Research, is interviewed and quoted 
in this article. The theme of the Bureaus 2003 Economic 
Outlook Seminar series, to be held in nine Montana cities, is 
“Newcomers: A Plus for Montana.” Look for the Spring 2003 
Montana Business Quarterly for more on this topic.
Copyright 2002, USA TODAY. Reprinted with permission.
USA TODAY COEUR D’ALENE, Idaho -  Small-town 
politician Dan English is carrying around signs this fall as 
he campaigns for re-election. On them, a cryptic slogan: 
“Save the Last One.”
He means the last Democrat. Him.
English is the only Democrat to hold elected office in a 
region of northern Idaho that his party once dominated. 
He’s the county clerk in Kootenai County, a booming 
retirement and resort area 25 miles east of Spokane,
Wash. A decade ago, 13 of the county’s 18 elected 
officials were Democrats.
“I’m the underdog, even though I’m the incumbent,” 
English, 51, says. “This is the most Republican county in 
the most Republican state in the country.”
English’s status as a political endangered species 
reflects the dramatic change that has swept the mountain 
West in the last decade. A torrent o f people who have 
poured into the region has helped shift its politics from a 
competitive two-party environment to one that is heavily 
Republican.
That wasn’t supposed to happen. Many demographers 
and political analysts had predicted during the early 1990s 
that millions of newcomers and economic change — from a 
financial base of timber and cattle to one powered by 
outdoor recreation, tourism and high tech -  would make 
the mountain states more moderate politically. Democrats 
and environmentalists dreamed of a “New West” 
transformed by cappuccino-sipping, biscotti-nibbling 
migrants with Range Rovers and Sage fly rods.
Instead the mountain West is now the most solidly 
Republican part of the nation. In 1992, Republicans held 
three of the region’s eight governorships. Today, they hold 
all eight. In 1992, the GOP held a 23-17 lead in the region’s 
U.S. Senate and House seats. Today, their lead is 31-9.
Nationally, the Republican surge in the mountain 
states helped the party take control of both houses of 
Congress in 1994. Now the region is a key player in the 
party’s hopes o f retaining control of the House Nov. 5 and 
taking back the Senate from the Democrats. The outcome 
of a close contest for a Senate seat in Colorado, now held 
by the GOfJ could determine whether Democrats 
maintain control of the upper chamber. With the death
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[this fall] of Sen. Paul Wellstone, D-Minn., the Senate now 
has 49 Democrats, 49 Republicans, one independent and one 
vacancy.
The eight mountain West states — Arizona, New Mexico, 
Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, Montana and Idaho - 
gained at least 1.4 million more people from other regions 
than they lost from 1992 through 2000, according to data 
from the Census Bureau and the Internal Revenue Service.
Many of the newcomers were affluent white voters from 
California. About 1.8 million more people left California for 
the other 49 states than arrived from them from 1992 
through 1999. That was a time of tumult in the most 
populous state: an earthquake, a recession, drought, race 
riots, .high housing costs and the arrival of a wave of 
immigrants. About four in 10 of the mountain West’s recent 
settlers came from California.
The new arrivals strengthened the region’s basic 
Republican tilt instead of diluting it.
No data track the political affiliations of people who move 
from one state to another. So there’s no way to say for certain 
how many of the people who moved to the mountain West in 
the past decade are Republicans or vote that way.
But clues can be found in Census data, voter-registration 
lists, state driver’s license records and Internal Revenue 
Service statistics that chronicle shifts of population and 
income among counties nationwide. A USA TODAY 
analysis of the data and interviews with dozens of 
demographers, political scientists, party officials and voters 
reveal a connection in the mountain West between the influx 
of newcomers and big Republican gains:
* The Republican share of registered voters grew 
throughout the mountain West.
In the five states that register voters by party affiliation, the 
GOP either increased its lead over Democrats or cut their lead
between 1992 and 2002. Metropolitan areas of Nevada, Arizona 
and Colorado — including Las Vegas, Phoenix, Tucson, Denver 
and Colorado Springs -  were the leading destinations for people 
from other regions. The proportion of Republican voters in 
those high-growth areas climbed from 1992 to 2002.
In Arizona, which gained the most new residents in the 
period, Republicans increased their lead over Democrats from 
45%-43% to 42%-36%, while the percentage of independent 
voters increased.
In Colorado, a Republican lead of 55,000 registered voters 
in 1990 today has more than tripled to 183,000.
In Nevada, where union-friendly Las Vegas had long given 
Democrats an edge, Republicans turned a huge perennial 
deficit into a virtual tie by 1996 and this year moved into a 
small lead. In Clark County, where Las Vegas is located, 
Republicans have cut the Democratic lead in voter 
registration from 12 percentage points to 6 in the last decade.
Though many of the people who come to Las Vegas in 
search of jobs tend to be Democratic, “it’s a challenge to get 
them to vote,” explains Terry Care, chairman of the Nevada 
Democratic Party. Those who come to retire, he says, are more 
likely to be Republican, and retirees vote in greater numbers.
* California was the primary source of newcomers to 
the mountain states.
From 1992 through 2000, California lost at least 570,000 
more people to the mountain West than it gained from the 
region, according to IRS data compiled from tax returns. That 
was more than any other state. Californians moved 
throughout the region, to big cities, suburbs and small towns — 
Phoenix and Tucson, Las Vegas and Reno, Denver and 
Colorado Springs, Boise and Coeur d’Alene, Salt Lake City 
and St. George, Utah.
Other measures capture different slices of the flow.
According to the Idaho Department of Transportation,
Figure 1
Political Preference of 
New Residents, 
Montana, 1999-2002
Source: Montana Poll, Bureau of 
Business and Economic Research, The 
University of Montana-Missoula.
Survey data from the 
Montana Poll confirms 
USA TODAYS analysis. 
Sixty-one percent o f new 
residents to Montana said 
they were Republican, or 
leaned toward the Republican 
Party. Only 27 percent said 
they were Democrats, 
or leaned toward the 
Democratic Party.
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about 53% of the 111,000 people who turned in driver’s 
licenses from other states after moving to Idaho from 1991 
through 2001 and getting a license there were from 
California. In 1993 alone — the year after the Rodney King 
beating riots in Los Angeles -  11,212 Californians changed 
their licenses to Idaho. Just six people did the reverse.
The outgoing tide slowed during California’s boom o f the 
late 1990s, but even prosperity could not prevent it from 
losing more people to other states than it gained. Santa Clara 
County -  home of Silicon Valley — lost a net of 3,300 people 
to the mountain West from 1999 through 2000, IRS data 
show.
Most o f those people settled in metropolitan Las Vegas, 
Phoenix and Tucson. Much o f the continued migration came 
as congestion and overheated home prices in Silicon Valley 
prompted residents to cash out huge gains and businesses to 
shunt jobs to less-expensive locations, including the 
mountain states.
Migration from California was heaviest from four Los 
Angeles-area counties. IRS data show that Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside and San Bernardino counties accounted 
for about 60% o f the state’s net loss to the mountain states, 
the equivalent of 330,000 people. A fifth county -  strongly 
Republican San Diego County -  accounted for 8%. Most 
settled in the big metro areas of the mountain states, but a 
significant share settled in smaller metros such as Boulder, 
Colo., and Albuquerque.
“There was an emptying out o f Orange County by people 
who were truly ticked about big government, high taxes and 
social turmoil,” says Floyd Ciruli, a Denver-based pollster.
• Conservative white voters flocked to the mountain 
states.
Colorado absorbed a large number o f people with 
conservative values, overwhelming predictions that the state 
would become more Democratic, Ciruli says. The same 
phenomenon happened in other Western states. "We have a 
lot of people who have come from other states who were 
discouraged by high taxes and regulation,” says Bob Fannin, 
chairman of the Arizona GOP
Even in Western states that aren’t growing as fast as 
others, new arrivals have tilted the electorate to the right, 
says Jim Sylvester, an economist with the University of 
Montana’s Bureau o f Business and Economic Research. 
Quarterly polls by the center show that new residents are 
“much more conservative” than natives, Sylvester says.
The nation added 6.2 million people of voting age in the 
1990s who are white but not Hispanic. The mountain West 
accounted for one-third o f that increase, although the region 
has just 7% of the nation’s population. Arizona, Colorado 
and Utah, in that order, received the most.
At the same time, California had a net loss o f 876,000 
non-Hispanic whites o f voting age. There is no gauge o f how 
many of those voters are conservative. But analysts say that 
many o f them were.
Not all the new voters in the mountain states were 
arrivals from elsewhere. The total includes young people who 
turned 18.
• People moving into the region tended to be more 
affluent than people moving out.
The exodus from the four Los Angeles-area counties 
produced a net gain for the mountain states o f $2 billion a 
year in household income, IRS data show. To the north, 
people leaving Silicon Valley for the region were more 
affluent than those moving the other way.
Thousands more people are moving from Chicago to 
Phoenix each year than are moving from Phoenix to 
Chicago. A comparison o f people moving each way in 1999 
and 2000 showed that those leaving seven counties in 
metropolitan Chicago averaged 22% more income than 
people going the other way.
The same pattern holds across the region. IRS data 
identified 29 counties outside the mountain West that lost 
people to fast-growing Douglas County, Colo., south of 
Denver, between 1999 and 2000. In 21 of those 29 
comparisons, people moving into Douglas were more affluent 
than the people who were leaving.
The trend is visible in small towns, too. Hundreds of 
wealthy people are buying second homes and ranches in the 
area around Jackson, Wyoming, giving Teton County more 
new voters -  1,300 -  than the rest of the state over the last 
four years. The result: a net gain o f 865 Republicans and 23 
Democrats in four years.
“We’ve had a lot of people move here from California who 
cashed out the equity in their houses and came into Nevada,” 
says Care, the Nevada Democratic chairman. Are they 
Republicans? “Those who bring their money sure are,” he says.
Upscale and Suburban
The mountain West is the heart o f what demographer 
William Frey characterizes as a “new suburban-like category 
of states that can be termed the New Sunbelt.”
Frey, with the University of Michigan and the Milken 
Institute in Santa Monica, Calif., describes the new arrivals 
as “upscale folks” with “suburban economic values,” who 
tend to be independents and Republicans. Among the 
transplants, he says, are three main groups:
• People moving for traditional employment reasons, 
attracted to the mountain West by new opportunities as the 
region’s economy diversifies.
• Lifestyle migrants, fleeing California and other states 
because of the high cost of living, traffic, eroding schools and 
sharp increases in the population of foreign-bom immigrants. 
“A lot of people coming in from California are coming in for 
‘urban dread’ reasons,” says Sylvester of the University of 
Montana.
• Baby boomer empty nesters and retirees cashing in their 
equity in California’s rich housing market and moving to 
mountain West communities with ample amenities but 
cheaper real estate.
Marc Racicot, national chairman o f the Republican Party 
and a former governor of Montana, says the political shift has 
less to do with the mountain West’s growth than with the
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“extreme positions” of the Democratic Party nationally. “I 
don’t think it’s the people who have changed out there,” he 
says. “It’s the parties that have changed.”
The GOP hold on the mountain states has had national 
impact well beyond the fight for control of Congress. It has 
helped shape national policy on environmental and land-use 
issues that are vital in a region where the federal government 
owns vast tracts of land, ranging from 28% of all acreage in 
Montana to 83% in Nevada.
In the 1970s and 1980s, Democratic members of Congress 
from the mountain West helped -  and often led -  efforts to 
enact landmark environmental laws. Among them were 
measures protecting endangered species, setting up a national 
wilderness system, changing the way forests and rangeland are 
managed and giving the public greater involvement in federal 
decision-making.
Today, many Western Republicans are pushing to scale back 
some of those laws and to expand oil and gas exploration and 
other commercial activities 
on federal lands.
In presidential politics, 
the mountain West was 
solidly Republican 
through the 1980s, but 
Democrat Bill Clinton 
cracked that dominance in 
1992 and 1996. He won four 
states in his first campaign and 
three in his second. In 2000,
Democrat A1 Gore carried only 
New Mexico. In 2004, the West will 
have more national influence than 
before, gaining four electoral votes in 
the last Census. But its 41 electoral votes 
are still dwarfed by California’s 55.
In Idaho, says Jim Weatherby, a political science professor at 
Boise State University, “people who are moving in for more 
cultural reasons than just economic reasons have reinforced 
the state’s conservatism.”
Marshall and Gail Thompson fit that profile. Natives of 
Southern California, they moved to Coeur d’Alene a decade 
ago from Orange County.
“Everybody we know here is from there,” Gail Thompson 
says. The couple, who own a commercial printing business and 
describe themselves as conservative Republicans, began 
thinking of moving from California when their daughter was 
about to enter kindergarten. They found she would be in a 
class of 36 children. About 70% of them did not speak English.
“At about the same time, a guy walked into my shop and 
wanted to buy it,” Marshall Thompson says. “I was getting 
tired of traffic, graffiti, dirty air.”
On a visit to Coeur d’Alene, Marshall said they found 
“there was no graffiti, no trash on the roads, the sky was blue, 
the teenagers said hello to us on the street. How could we not 
love it?”
Kootenai County, in the state’s panhandle, which stretches 
to the Canadian border, is one of three Idaho counties that
rank high as a destination for people from other states. During 
the 1990s, its population soared by 56%, to 108,685. Three of 
the top four counties sending migrants to Kootenai were in 
California — Los Angeles, Orange and San Diego.
For much of its history, Kootenai was a Democratic bastion, 
thanks in large part to natural resource industries such as 
mining and timber in which unionized workers held sway. No 
more. According to Idaho Republican Party surveys -  the state 
does not register people by party preference -Kootenai County 
is now the most Republican county in Idaho.
Though Idaho has traditionally been a good place for 
Republicans, it wasn’t long ago that Democrats could claim 
some victories. As recently as 1991, Democrat Cecil Andrus 
was in his fourth term as governor, one of the state’s two House 
seats was in Democratic hands, and the state Senate was 
evenly divided between the parties. Since 1994, however, no 
Democrat has won the governorship or a congressional seat 
and the state Senate is now 32-3 Republican.
How much of that shift is 
attributable to immigrants 
from other states?
“A ton,” says Bob Nonini, 
chairman of the Kootenai 
County GOE He attributes 
some of the shift to 
environmental policies during 
the Clinton administration 
that alienated some 
Democratic voters. But mostly 
it’s immigrants from California, 
Nonini says. The transplants 
“are fed up with growth and 
taxation and crime and drugs, 
the things that have plagued that state,” he says. “They’ve 
moved here for the best quality of life in the country: clean air, 
good schools, fresh water, and inexpensive housing.”
Dave and Greg Palmer, brothers and computer business 
partners who came from California’s Ventura County in 1991, 
exemplify the trend. They visited Kootenai County and 
immediately realized, Dave Palmer says, “This is the place we 
ought to be living.”
Tired of California’s high business costs and liberal social 
atmosphere, they have found the climate in Hayden, Idaho, 
much to their liking. Business deals — including the 
construction of the building housing their company — are done 
on a handshake. And for brothers raised by a career Air Force 
colonel who served as chief aide to the late Air Force General 
Curtis LeMay, one of the leading hawks of the Vietnam War 
era, the political climate is balmy.
“It’s like a 40-year step back in time,” Dave Palmer says. 
“People are so friendly and trustworthy.”
Voters like these make it tough for English, the Kootenai 
County clerk trying to hold on as the sole Democratic 
officeholder.
“Everything ebbs and flows,” he says. “As the last Democrat, 
you have to keep your sense of humor.” □
Editor’s note: Dan English was re-elected this fall.
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Limited Access to Health Care 
a Serious Problem for Montana
by Steve Seninger and Barbara Waimvright
H igh poverty rates and limited access to health care are two major threats to the well-being of 
Montana’s children, more than 50,000 of 
whom live below the 2001 national 
poverty threshold of $16,535 for a family 
of four. Many of these same children are 
also among the 41,000 young Montanans 
who do not have any form of health 
insurance coverage.
And health care for Montana kids, 
particularly those in low-income families, 
will diminish even further if the state Legislature goes 
through with proposed cuts in public health programs -  cuts 
that, while providing short-term savings, could actually lead 
to higher health care costs down the road.
Other important issues affecting Montana families and 
children in 2003 include low birth weight babies, substance 
and alcohol abuse, and early care and education for children. 
These are not short-term problems, but long-term needs 
deserving of statewide discussion and commitment.
The economic and overall well-being of Montana’s 
children and their families is an important component of the 
state’s economy. Montana KIDS COUNT, funded by the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation, is part of the Bureau o f Business 
and Economic Research’s commitment to provide 
policymakers and citizens with data that can inform commu­
nity, state, and national discussions. Our need to track and 
monitor the well-being of kids is especially important in view 
of the health care, education, and economic challenges 
facing Montana families.
The Bureau recently published the 2002 KIDS COUNT 
in Montana Data Book. This article offers a summary of 
some of the report’s major findings.
Demographics of Montana 
Kids and Families
More than one in four Montanans are under 18 years of 
age. School-age children and teenagers account for almost 
three-fourths of the youth population in Montana and 
almost one-fifth of the state’s total population. Between 
1990 and 2000, the number of kids in Montana under 18 
years of age increased by about 8,000 (Table 1). This small
increase is consistent with the overall 
aging trend of the state’s population. The 
number of children under age 5 actually 
decreased between 1990 and 2000, a 
decline that will affect some school 
district enrollments in the coming years.
White children are the largest racial 
group in Montana, representing 85 
percent of all children. American Indian 
children are the second-largest group and 
the largest non-white group, accounting 
for almost 10 percent of the 230,000 
Montana kids 18 and younger. Nationally, American Indian 
kids represent 1 percent of U.S. youth. In Montana’s rural 
areas, American Indians represent 18 percent of the youth 
population, compared to less than 4 percent of youth in 
urban areas of the state.
The American Indian population on tribal rolls and 
reservations is very young. Children account for 38 percent 
of the population on reservations, with the majority 14 years 
old or younger. This youth demographic pattern has signifi­
cant implications for these area’s school systems and future 
workforce, and for economic development opportunities. 
Economic development leading to better employment 
opportunities and job growth is especially critical in the 
reservation economies. The higher dropout rates and lower 
graduation rates for American Indian high school students 
partly reflect the lack o f adequate earning and employment 
incentives in the local job base.
The youthful orientation of American Indian populations 
will continue over the next decade, particularly in Montana’s 
reservation counties. In many o f these counties, including 
Glacier, Big Horn, and Roosevelt, American Indians make up 
the majority of the population. This demographic group has 
experienced high natural population growth, with an annual 
number o f births above the number o f deaths. In some of the 
reservation counties, the white population has actually 
decreased since the early 1960s because of a higher death 
rate and out-migration as compared to annual births. These 
patterns reinforce the importance of the American Indian 
population as the major demographic force in those counties.
The number of Montana children living in single-parent 
households increased dramatically during the past decade.
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Table 1
Selected Demographic Characteristics for Montana Children, 1990 and 2000
STATE SUMMARY STATISTICS FOR THE 1990 2000
POPULATION UNDER AGE 18 N um ber P e r c e n t N um ber P e r c e n t
Total population 799,065 902,195
Population under age 18 222,104 100.0% 230,062 100.0%
Males under age 18 114,288 51.5% 118,245 51.4%
Females under age 18 107,816 48.5% 111,817 48.6%
Children under age 5 59,257 26.7% 54,869 23.8%
Children ages 5 to 17 162,847 73.3% 175,193 76.2%
LIVING ARRANGEMENTS
Population under age 18 222,104 100.0% 230,062 100.0%
Children living in households 219,987 99.0% 228,432 99.3%
Children living in group quarters 2,117 1.0% 1,630 0.7%
Own children living in single-parent households 39.430 17.8% 49,140 21.4%
Own children living in married-couple households 168,497 75.9% 162,502 70.6%
Grandparents living with own grandchildren N/A N/A 11,098
Grandparents responsible for own grandchildren N/A N/A 6,053
PARENTAL EMPLOYMENT 
Own children under age 18 214,074 100.0% 218,232 100.0%
All parents in labor force 141,760 66.2% 156,213 71.6%
No parents in labor force 16,653 7.8% 13,871 6.4%
Own children under age 6 69,712 100.0% 63,486 100.0%
All parents in labor force 40,740 58.4% 41,216 64.9%
No parents in labor force 6,911 9.9% 4,770 7.5%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Department of Commerce, 2000.
Eighteen percent of children under age 18 were living in 
single-parent households in 1990, a percentage that in­
creased to just over 21 percent by Census 2000, representing 
10,000 more Montana kids in single-parent households. 
Married-couple households continued to account for a 
majority of Montana kids’ family structures in 2000.
The increased number of parents in the labor force is 
another major feature of youth demographic shifts over the 
last 10 years. The percentage of kids under age 18 with both 
parents in the labor force increased by more than 5 percent­
age points between 1990 and 2000. Looking at children 
under the age of 6, there was an almost 7 percentage-point 
increase -  from 58.4 percent in 1990 to 64.9 percent in 2000. 
With more parents at work, the importance of childcare and
early child education increases, whether those services are 
provided by private or public-funded sources.
Access to Health Care
While some indicators of physical health for Montana’s 
children have moved in a positive direction, other indicators 
show that access to health care is a serious problem, espe­
cially for kids in low-income families where both parents 
work. Health care access problems and low coverage rates of 
private health insurance reflect the economic hardships 
among the state’s working-poor families.
In our society, access to health care largely depends on 
private health insurance coverage. More than 41,000 
Montana kids under age 18 had no form of health insurance,
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public or private, in 2000 
(Figure 1). Children who are 
not covered by health 
insurance frequently do not 
have a family doctor and do 
not have access to standard 
types of care such as check- 
ups and immunizations 
unless they were available 
through public health 
programs. Children without 
access to regular health care 
can develop health condi­
tions that are not treated in 
a doctor’s office through a 
routine visit, but instead 
escalate and result in emergency room visits and hospitaliza­
tion.
National data show that uninsured kids are very young, 
with almost one-third of them 5 years o f age and under. A 
high percentage of uninsured children, almost 84 percent, are 
in a family where at least one parent works full-time; 31 
percent have both parents working. Nationally, 24 percent of 
children in low-income working families do not have health 
insurance. In Montana, 30 percent o f children in low-income 
working families are without health insurance (Figure 2). 
National figures show that low-income children 6 to 11 years 
of age were more than three times as likely to be in fair or 
poor health than were higher-income children of the same 
age (6 percent vs. 2 percent).
The Medicaid health care program for low-income 
families is an important source of health care support for 
Montana kids. Twenty-two percent of Montana kids under 
age 18 relied on Medicaid or the Children Health Insurance 
Program (CHIP) in 2000, compared to 20 percent for the 
nation. Sixty percent o f Montana kids were covered by 
private insurance plans provided by employers or purchased 
by individuals, compared to a national figure of 68 percent.
Almost one in every 10 kids in the state is either partici­
pating or eligible to participate in the Medicaid or CHIP 
programs. Potential cuts in state funding for the Children 
Health Insurance Program may result in the loss of funds 
from the federal government. These cuts mean reductions in 
program enrollment, despite the fact that more than 25,000 
Montana kids currently are eligible but not enrolled.
Cutbacks in Medicaid, including provider reimburse­
ments, are hampering efforts to recruit more health care 
providers.into the Medicaid program. Increased controls on 
prescription drugs, cuts or freezes in provider payments, 
elimination of benefits, and increased cost sharing all work 
against increased coverage of health care through Medicaid 
and CHIP Medicaid, as one o f the largest items in the state 
budget, faces increased program demands when the 
economy is depressed and incomes fall. As in other states, 
Montana’s state tax revenue shortfall has resulted in 
program cutbacks that reduce health care access and 
increase the number o f kids and families without insurance 
coverage.
Drug and alcohol use among Montana’s youth is a major 
health problem. According to the Montana Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey, a survey of high school students con­
ducted by the state Office o f Public Instruction, Montana 
youth have the second highest rate o f illicit drug use, the 
fourth highest rate of alcohol use, and the sixth highest 
rate of tobacco use in the nation. Loss of life, health 
problems, disruption o f families and communities, violent 
behavior and crime, and the wasting o f young lives are a 
few of the problems associated with childhood drug and 
alcohol abuse.
The oral health o f Montana kids is another area in need 
of attention and resources. Montana has a shortage of 
dental professionals. Ten counties are without dentists and 
another 20 counties lack hygienists. In 1999, 21 percent of 
all Medicaid-eligible people and 25 percent o f children in 
CHIP received dental care. With low Medicaid reimburse­
ment of about 50 percent to 55 percent of usual charges for
Figure 1
Kids Under 18 without Private 
or Public Health Insurance
Figure 2
Children Living in Low-Income Working 
Families without Health Insurance, 1999
Sources: U.S. Department of Health and Human Source: KIDS COUNT Data Book, Annie E. Casey
Services and Montana Department of Public Health Foundation, 2002.
and Human Services.
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adults and around 72 percent for kids, there is a strong 
reliance on volunteer dental providers. Volunteer dentists 
and hygienists in Great Falls, Helena, Missoula, Billings, 
and Butte are diligently tending to low-income patients - 
but waiting lists consistently show 500 to 1,300 patients and 
waits can be more than a year. Access to oral health care is 
not guaranteed even for the 60 percent of Montanans with 
private health insurance; only 20 percent o f the plans 
include dental benefits.
One indicator of children’s health that has shown improve­
ment is the rate of immunizations. In 2000, the rate for kids 2 
years old and younger was 94 percent. This reflects an increase 
of 5 percentage points over 1998 and demonstrates the hard 
work by public health agencies at the state and local levels 
throughout Montana. Montana’s immunization rate is 
considerably higher than the national rate of 71 percent.
Another major success story has been the significant 
increase in screening rates of newborns for hearing impair­
ment, a health problem that can lead to socialization and 
learning disabilities in early childhood. Increased efforts by 
state and local health agencies have resulted in a 78.3 
percent screening rate for hearing impairment before 
discharge from Montana’s hospitals in 2000. This compares 
to a 30 percent rate in 1998. The improvements in screening 
and immunization rates are testimony to the effective 
program delivery by Montana’s public health network in a 
tight budget environment.
Health and Safety Indicators
Montana’s infant and early childhood health indicators 
have shown strong improvement over the past decade. Infant 
mortality rates, child death rates, and births to teenagers 
have all changed in positive directions. However, the state 
has seen an increasing number of low birth weight babies — 
those weighing less than 5.5 pounds at birth. In 2000, 6.2 
percent of all live births in Montana were classified as low 
birth weight, compared with 5.9 percent in 1995.
Accidents, especially motor vehicle crashes, are the single 
most frequent cause of death for Montana children. Other 
violent causes, notably suicides and to a less degree homi­
cides, become major specific causes of death for kids as they 
become older.
Alcohol and motor vehicle crashes are significant causes 
of injury and death to Montana teenagers. O f the 5,437 
vehicle crashes involving teenagers in 2001, about 5 percent, 
or 271 accidents, involved teenage drivers who had been 
drinking. There were 17 fatal crashes that involved alcohol 
and teenage drivers.
The 2001 Montana Youth Risk Behavior Survey of high 
school students reported that 41 percent of the students 
surveyed had consumed five or more alcoholic drinks in a 
sitting at least once during the past 30 days. Drinking is 
directly related to traffic fatalities; about 37 percent of all 
traffic fatalities for all age groups in Montana are alcohol- 
related. Many older Montanans classified as at-risk from 
acute drinking say they began drinking in high school.
Children in Montana are much more likely to drive when
they have been 
drinking than the 
national average and 
are more likely to be 
in a vehicle driven by 
someone who has 
been drinking 
alcohol.
Along with risk- 
prevention efforts, 
discussions are 
ongoing in the 2003 
Legislature to modify 
Montana’s drunken driving laws. According to Mothers 
Against Drunk Driving, Montana ranks at the bottom of all 
states in terms of drinking and driving, alcohol-related 
fatalities, prevention legislation, and DUI penalties. The 
Legislature is considering a variety of measures to enact 
tougher alcohol-related laws, including reducing the thresh­
old at which drivers are deemed too drunk to drive from the 
current blood-alcohol limit of 0.1 to 0.08.
Social and Economic 
Opportunities
Poverty and lack of health care access are obviously 
affected by the performance of the Montana economy. And 
the economy did experience a slowdown in early 2001, 
mostly because of shutdowns and layoffs at several large 
industrial facilities. Post-Sept. 11 economic impacts on 
tourism, travel, and other industries, as well as slower job 
growth, have contributed to a lack of improvement in the 
economic indicators of family well-being into 2002. 
Montana’s slow but steady employment growth, combined 
with lackluster growth in family income and earnings, 
represent lower wages and lower family incomes for many 
working parents in Montana.
Montana’s consistently low standing in national rankings 
of job earnings and household incomes have not improved 
dramatically. Median household income of $32,045 in 2000 
represented an annual average growth rate of 2 percent since 
1997, hardly enough growth to pull the state up in the 
national rankings. Per-capita income grew just 2 percent 
between 1999 and 2000, making Montana workers among 
the lowest paid in the nation.
Reservation counties have some of the lowest income 
levels in the state despite strong population growth. Montana 
had eight counties (Figure 3) in 1998 where 60 percent or 
more of the population was at or below 200 percent of the 
federal poverty level, or below $33,060 for a family of two 
adults and two children. Four of those eight counties were 
American Indian reservation counties.
The 22 percent poverty rate of Montana kids is one of the 
highest in the nation. Fifty thousand Montana children live 
in families and households where annual income is below the 
U.S. poverty threshold as defined by the federal Office of 
Management and Budget.
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Figure 3
Montana Percent off Population at 200 Percent or Less off Poverty Level, 1998
Montana has a much higher proportion of children under 
age 18 in low-income working families, at 21 percent, 
compared to 15 percent nationally (Figure 4). Many of 
Montana’s low-income working families are eligible for food 
stamps. Twenty-seven percent o f Montana children in low- 
income working families received food stamps in 1999, 
compared to a national percentage o f 24 percent (Figure 5).
Some of the social and economic challenges faced by 
Montana’s low-income families and children spill over into 
play and school activities. National studies have shown that 
school engagement and involvement in a number of extra­
curricular activities, including sports and school clubs, are 
higher for kids from high-income families. Low-income 
working families need the opportunity, connections, and 
networks that are available to many middle- and upper- 
income families, and they need support services like job 
training, health insurance, child care, housing assistance, and 
saving incentives that will help them become economically 
independent.
Early care and education for children offer positive 
opportunities for overcoming the disadvantages of poverty, 
low earnings, and associated risk factors such as parents’ lack 
o f high school education, reliance upon welfare, and lack of 
health insurance. The policy challenge is to provide quality
childcare and early education at a price that parents, 
especially families from low-income households, can afford. 
Lack o f affordable and adequate child care can be a real 
dilemma for working-poor families, especially those where 
both mom and dad need to work to bring in an adequate 
family income, but they also need the availability and 
affordability of quality child care to make this happen.
There are long-run benefits to quality child care and early 
education programs, as research has shown that early care, 
access to health care, and early learning experiences signifi­
cantly contribute to later positive outcomes — including 
success in school and eventually in the job market. The 
availability of such programs is especially important in 
Montana’s rural counties.
Education and Schooling
The education picture for Montana kids has a number of 
very positive features. The statewide dropout rate is below 
the national rate. High school graduation rates are high in 
Montana, and basic test scores on reading and writing show 
Montana students performing above the national average.
Dropout rates in Montana schools were slightly below the 
national rate at 4.2 percent in 2000-2001, compared to an 
estimated national rate of 5 percent. The dropout rate for
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Figure 4 Figure 5
Percent off Montana Children under Age 18 Montana Children in Low-income Working 
in Low-income Working Families, 1999 Families Receiving Food Stamps, 1999
Source: KIDS COUNT Data Book, Annie E. Casey Foundation, Source: KIDS COUNT Data Book, Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
2002. 2002.
American Indian students was 10.4 percent, almost 3 times 
higher than the 3.5 percent rate for white students. About 
2,295 students dropped out of Montana schools in 2000- 
2001. The 2000-01 dropout rate for Montana students in 
grades 7 and 8 was 0.5 percent; for Montana high schools, 
the rate was 4.2 percent. White students represent 87.2 
percent of the total school enrollment and 70.6 percent of 
the dropouts, while minorities represent 12.8 percent of the 
total school enrollment and 29.4 percent of the dropouts. 
Graduation rates of Montana students were higher for whites 
— at 94 percent —  compared to American Indian students 
at 84 percent.
There are a number of proactive ways to reduce the 
dropout rate:
• Strengthen school readiness by increasing family access 
to early education programs and access to health care 
including prenatal care;
• Strengthen parent and family understanding and 
involvement with teens’ motivation and ability to stay in 
school by increasing parent participation in the planning of 
dropout programs; through staff development for teachers 
who work with at-risk youth; and through parent education 
and family support programs to negotiate conflicts or crises 
that can encourage children to leave school;
• Focus on risk factors and groups at highest risk of 
dropping out, including students with family incomes at or 
below the poverty line; those who lack health insurance; 
students with under-employed parents; and families who lack 
adequate child care; and
• Make it harder for students to drop out by strengthening 
school accountability for keeping young people on track; 
increasing students’ understanding of the connection 
between education and job opportunities; designing dropout 
prevention programs to the age and profile of the student; 
strengthening GED programs and alternative schools.
Conclusion
The challenges of improving health care access and 
alleviating poverty for Montana kids are interrelated.
Kids from low-income families face the greatest limita­
tions on access to health care. They are also at highest 
risk of losing whatever access they may have, however 
limited, as cutbacks come to public health programs.
Montana’s continued poor performance in national 
rankings of poverty and health care access is not intrac­
table. There are private and public actions and policies 
which, combined with political commitment, can begin to 
address these problems. Policy actions for reducing the 
child-poverty rate include more education and job 
training for low-income parents; strengthening the 
safety net of income, health, nutrition, early care, and 
education programs; and increasing take-home earnings 
through a strengthened federal Earned Income Tax Credit 
and the creation of jobs with benefits for low-wage 
workers. The lack of year-round full-time employment 
and the high proportion of single parent families reflect 
obstacles to economic security as a component of stable 
families. Part-time jobs without benefits undermine 
economic security. Increasing the stability and overall 
well-being of families depends on effective economic 
development combined with wise family support policies 
for low-wage parents making the transition to greater 
economic security. □
The KIDS COUNT in Montana 2002 Data Book is 
available online at www.bber.umt.edu/KidsCountMT.
Steve Seninger is the Bureaus director of economic 
analysis and Barbara Wainwright is the Bureau’s marketing 
director.
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Winter Wonderland
Snowmobilers Love to Play on Montana Trails
by James T. Sylvester
T he debate over snowmobile use in national parks and the wild backcountry of Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho continues, with the Bush administration hoping to 
strike a compromise between environmentalists and the 
snowmobile industry.
In mid-November, the National Park Service released a 
new plan to limit snowmobile use in Yellowstone and Grand 
Teton national parks to 1,100 per day. That’s more than the 
10-year average of 840 snowmobiles per day, but less than the 
parks’ holiday peaks.
In northwestern Montana, much of the debate is focused 
on high-elevation playgrounds in the Swan Range and the 
Jewel Basin, outside Glacier National Park’s western bound­
ary. There, snowmobilers and conservationists are trying to 
negotiate their own agreement, hoping to preserve the most
popular riding spots while assuring non-motorized solitude in 
other areas.
At issue is the potential for snowmobiles -  and the noise 
and air pollution they produce — to disrupt wildlife and wild 
places. It is an issue born of an increasingly popular winter 
sport, and of the greatly increased range and power of 
modem snowmobiles. For Montanans, it is an issue of 
considerable consequence -  to their economy, their environ­
ment and to their enjoyment of winter in the backcountry.
The Bureau of Business and Economic Research’s most 
recent surveys suggest that about 10 percent of Montana 
households include snowmobilers. Nearly always, the whole 
family participates. Given an average household size o f about 
2.5, perhaps as many as 95,000 Montanans recreate with 
snowmobiles.
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The great majority of winter visitors to Yellowstone 
National Park, for instance, use snowmobiles. This is true in 
part because the park’s internal roads are otherwise impass­
able to vehicles in winter. More importantly perhaps, West 
Yellowstone has successfully promoted itself as “The Snow­
mobile Capital of the World.”
Our estimates suggest that nonresident snowmobilers 
spend about $225 per activity day, including food, lodging, 
and often, snowmobile rental costs, amounting to $44 million 
per year. On average, residents spend much less per activity 
day than nonresidents; most of their out-of-pocket costs are 
for gasoline. We estimate that resident and nonresident 
snowmobilers buy about 4 million gallons of gasoline per 
season. With a base tax of $.27 per gallon, we estimate that 
snowmobilers in Montana generate more than $1.2 million a 
year for the state highway trust fund.
In short, snowmobiling is a popular, revenue-generating 
winter sport in Montana. It is popular with a solid 10 percent 
share of households, and is increasingly popular with nonresi­
dent tourists.
Methodology
This project was sponsored by the Montana Department 
of Fish, Wildlife and Parks. Bureau of Business and Economic 
Research (BBER) staff conducted the research, using a two- 
pronged approach:
1. The BBER contacted 477 households with registered 
snowmobiles by telephone. Four hundred sixty households 
completed a computer-assisted telephone interview for a 
response rate of 96 percent. Although these characteristics 
may not be representative of all resident snowmobilers, they 
do reflect a solid sample of those who register their machines.
2. Information on nonresident snowmobilers was gathered 
in another way. We obtained the names of visitors to West 
Yellowstone from lodging facilities, then contacted 100 of 
these individuals by telephone. Only four people contacted 
refused to cooperate.
Assumptions
We used several basic assumptions to derive statewide 
impacts of snowmobile recreation. The following assumptions 
were applied to data from both resident and nonresident 
snowmobilers:
• Based on information from AAA Montana, we assumed 
an average gasoline price of $1.40 during the winter of 2001- 
2002. Prices were much higher in West Yellowstone.
• Fuel usage depends on size and age of machines, as well 
as terrain and snow conditions; based on information from 
active snowmobilers, we assumed an average fuel consump­
tion of 10.5 miles per gallon of gas.
• According to officials in Yellowstone National Park, 
about 51,000 visitors entered the park from West Yellowstone 
between December 2001 and March 2002.
Other assumptions pertained to data analysis of impacts 
generated by resident snowmobilers only. Based on interviews
Figure 1
Number off Registered Snowmobiles, 
Montana, 1990-2001
Source: Montana Department of Justice, Title and 
Registration Bureau.
with Montana snowmobilers, residents travel about 50 miles 
per activity day on their snow machines, and spend about 
$8.75 for fuel.
Several important assumptions were made about nonresi­
dent patterns of snowmobile use and activity. All the 
following were derived from interviews with nonresident 
snowmobilers:
• In Montana, nonresident snowmobilers travel about 85 
miles per activity day — more miles than residents because 
nonresidents tend to come for one purpose and want their 
money’s worth.
• Although they travel more miles, nonresidents spend 
less per day on fuel (about $5 on average) because gasoline 
costs are often covered by outfitters as part of snowmobile 
rental.
• The average length of a nonresident snowmobile 
vacation is four days.
Snowmobile Numbers
Snowmobile owners who use their snowmobiles on public 
lands are required to register with the Montana Department 
of Justice, Title and Registration Bureau. Figure 1 shows the 
number of snowmobiles registered since 1990.
Figure 2 shows the distribution by type of ownership as 
indicated by the Montana Department of Justice, Title and 
Registration Bureau. Private individuals own about 87 
percent of the registered snowmobiles. Another 12 percent 
are used for rental or demonstration purposes, and nearly 
three-quarters of the rental machines are located in West 
Yellowstone. Just over 1 percent of registered snowmobiles 
are owned by corporate or governmental entities.
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Figure 2
Ownership off Registered 
Snowmobiles, Montana, 2001
Source: Montana Department of Justice, 
Title and Registration Bureau.
Figure 3
Nonresident and Resident 
Riding Patterns, Montana, 
2001-2002
Source: Bureau of Business and 
Economic Research, The University 
of Montana-Missoula.
Rider Patterns
In order to estimate total ridership, we asked: “Does each 
trip member ride their own machine?”
The results showed snowmobile riding patterns that aren’t 
too dissimilar from car commuter patterns. That is, most 
people ride single (Figure 3). Where resident snowmobilers 
double up, the primary reason was the second rider’s youth.
Activity Days
One measure of the sport’s popularity and potential 
impact is the number of “activity days,” a figure roughly 
defined as the estimated number o f snowmobilers and their 
average number of outings per season. Keep in mind that 
snowmobiling is a dispersed outdoor activity, so precise 
counts are virtually impossible. However, we have derived an 
estimate.
O f those households completing our interview, an average 
of two members per household were snowmobilers. The
median number of outing days per season was reported at 14. 
The BBER last estimated participation rates for 
snowmobiling in 1997-1998. Assuming participation has not 
changed dramatically since 1997-1998, about 10 percent of 
Montana residents snowmobile. This suggests a total of about 
1.2 million activity days per season for Montana snowmobile 
enthusiasts.
Recreation Sites
Nonresident snowmobilers flock to West Yellowstone, an 
area with world-class facilities and package tours. Results 
from previous Bureau studies suggest that more than three- 
fourths o f nonresident snowmobilers spend time in or near 
West Yellowstone. We use this estimate to derive the nonresi­
dent activity days.
About 51,000 snowmobilers entered Yellowstone National 
Park during the winter of 2001-2002. On average, only about 
2 percent o f resident snowmobiling took place in Yellowstone 
Park, while previous Bureau survey data tell us that about 25 
percent of all nonresident snowmobile activity took place in 
the park. Using these percentages, we arrive at 204,000 
activity days for nonresident snowmobilers in Montana 
during the 2001-2002 season.
Other nonresident snowmobiling activity occurs in the Big 
Hole Valley, where nearby Idaho residents cross over; in and 
around Lookout Pass, where Idaho and Washington residents 
make day trips; and in northwestern Montana, where Marias 
Pass and Eureka draw some limited Canadian visitation. 
Smaller numbers o f nonresident snowmobilers also visit 
Cooke City, Lincoln, and Seeley Lake. Nonresident visits to 
border areas outside Yellowstone Park are shorter, on average 
two days.
Thus, combined resident and nonresident snowmobile 
activity days in Montana amounted to 1.4 million during the 
winter o f 2001-2002.
Expenditures
We estimated snowmobile-related spending for both 
residents and nonresidents. However, our major interest here 
is nonresident expenditures because they are part of 
Montana’s important nonresident tourism industry. Like 
other “basic” industries, tourism brings new dollars into the 
state economy.
Our estimates of total activity days provided the basis for 
estimating expenditures per day. We used spending per day 
rather than per outing, because outings generally take only 
one day (for residents), or occupy several days (for nonresi­
dents using package deals). We also calculated gasoline usage 
estimates on a per-day basis, even though for nonresidents, 
gasoline may be part of a package price.
Table 1 shows that total mean expenditures for nonresi­
dents was almost $225 per activity day. Table 2 compiles total 
nonresident expenditures for each category for the year, 
based on the estimate of 204,000 nonresident activity days.
Nonresident snowmobilers spent more than $44 million in
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Montana during the 2001-2002 season. About $14.6 million 
of this went for lodging, while another $7.6 million was spent 
in Montana restaurants and bars.
In comparison, the BBER survey of resident expenditures 
suggests that residents typically don’t incur lodging costs and 
spend less on eating and drinking and other expenses. Most 
residents don’t make expenditures in several o f the spending 
categories. As Table 1 shows, residents’ median expenditures 
were about $25 per day, or about 10 percent the spending by 
nonresidents.
The impact o f snowmobile-related spending can also be 
understood in terms of jobs and income. About 25 percent of 
nonresident spending becomes direct labor income for 
Montanans -  income earned by people who work in lodging 
places, eating and drinking establishments, and other 
businesses that service tourists. The remaining percentage is 
spent on items that must be imported into Montana for sale 
such as film, groceries, and clothing.
Overall, we estimate that nonresident snowmobilers 
generate more than $ 11 million per year in labor income for 
Montanans, or about 800 full- and part-time jobs.
Residents also spend money to snowmobile in Montana, but 
are not considered part of the economic base since they do not 
bring new money into Montana. Table 3 summarizes these 
expenditures. Residents spend about $30 million on trip 
expenditures, mostly for gasoline, and another $70 million on 
yearly expenses. More than two-thirds of the yearly expendi­
tures are spent on snowmobiles, trailers, and maintenance.
Increasing Popularity
We reanalyzed data from previous BBER surveys to 
determine an estimate of the change, if any, in snowmobiling’s 
popularity and impact over the past few years.
Table 4 shows the change. Nonresident snowmobile 
activity increased by 20 percent over the period, from about
185.000 nonresident activity days in 1993-94 to more than
222.000 activity days in 1997-1998. Nonresident 
snowmobiling declined to about 204,000 activity days in 
2001-2002. Much of the decline may be attributable to a lack 
of snow in popular areas and public perception of limited 
snowmobile access to Yellowstone National Park.
Given the rise in activity days, it’s somewhat surprising 
that nonresident spending did not grow substantially. One 
reason for this low growth is the increase in single-day trips 
by snowmobilers on the Montana-Idaho border. These 
visitors have characteristics similar to Montana residents.
Wish List
Residents and nonresidents also differed when asked to 
rate the importance of various snowmobile facilities, en­
hancements, and regulatory controls of the sport. As Table 5 
shows, nonresidents were far more interested than residents 
in additional snowmobile-related signage, including roadside 
directions to sites, trail markers, and interpretive signs. More 
nonresidents also wished for heated shelters, and outhouses. 
Residents, on the whole, placed much less emphasis on such 
facilities and enhancements.
Table 1
Expenditures per Person per Day, 
Montana, 2001-2002
Source: Bureau of Business and Economic Research, The 
University of Montana-Missoula.
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Resident Nonresident
Mean Median Mean Median
Gasoline for $9.58 $8.75 $5.21 $1.67
snowmobiles
Gasoline for 9.63 97.50 17.76 6.33
transportation
Lodging 4.03 0.00 71.35 60.00
Eating/ 8.89 5.00 37.44 25.00
Drinking____________________________________________
places 4.95 3.75 6.60 4.17
Grocery stores 0.96 0.00 9.32 0.00
Entertainment 19.60 0.00 53.60 15.75
Snowmobile
dealers 2.25 0.00 15.08 15.08
Other retail___________________ _____________________
Other outing 0.77 0.00 8.21 0.00
expenses
Tota l $60.66 $25.00 $224.27 $128.00
Table 2
Total Nonresident Snowmobiler 
Expenditures, Montana, 2001-2002 
Millions off Dollars
Gasoline for snowmobiles $1.1
Gasoline for transportation 3.6
Lodging_____________________________________14.6
Eating and drinking places_____________________ 7.6
Grocery and convenience stores________________1.3
Entertainment and recreation stores 1.9
Other retail__________________________________ 3.1
Snowmobile dealers and repairs_______________10.9
Tota l $44.1
Table 3
Total Resident Snowmobiler Expenditures, 
Montana, 2001-2002
Gasoline for snowmobiles_______________________________ $iq q
Gasoline for transportation________________________________ g q
Eating and drinking places_________________________________g p
Grocery and convenience stores___________________________ 4 5





Snowmobile repair and maintenance g#2
Snowmobile registration and licensing  ̂2
Other yearly snowmobile expenditures 3 2
Total yearly expenditures $70.1
Total resident expenditures in Montana $100.1
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The two groups differed markedly in the importance each 
placed on regulatory and safety factors. A much greater share 
of nonresidents than residents wanted emergency help 
available at snowmobile sites, law enforcement, user fees, and 
limited entry.
In short, nonresidents seem more worried about safety and 
overcrowding, and are much more likely to accept certain 
controls on the sport. Residents, on the other hand, seem to 
want unregulated access, and are more willing to accept 
undeveloped sites.
Key Issues
Our survey also offered an opportunity for respondents to 
comment on what they thought was the most important issue 
facing snowmobilers. Access to snowmobiling areas and the 
political influence o f environmentalists were the most 
frequently cited issues by residents. Nearly half of the 
residents surveyed mentioned access issues and about 13 
percent mentioned safety, particularly personal responsibility. 
More than one-fourth o f the nonresidents cited the environ­
mental effects of snowmobiles.
Table 4
Comparison off 1988, 1994 ,1998, and 2992 Studies, Nonresident 
Snowmobiler Expenditures, 2002 Dollars
1987-88 1993-94 1997-98 2001-02
Number of days at destination 4 5 4 4
Number of days snowmobiling 3 4 4 2
Number of nonresident activity days 108,000 185,000 222,000 204,000
Average daily expenditure per person (2002 dollars) $265 $173 $211 $225
Median daily expenditure per person (2002 dollars) $187 $154 $124 $128
Total expenditures (2002 dollars) $38,803,000 $50,192,000 $46,948,000 $44,137,000
Source: Bureau of Business and Economic Research, The University of Montana-Missoula.
Table 5
Factors and Facilities Desirable to Resident and Nonresident 
Snowmobilers in Montana, Percent Responding Very Desirable
1994 1998 2002
FACILITIES Resident Nonres Resident Nonres Resident Nonres
Plowed parking areas 47.5 50.7 66.5 76.2 56.6 60.4
Road sign directions to snowmobile trails 50.0 83.1 57.5 75.4 36.1 61.8
Snowmobile loading ramps 17.3 19.7 17.4 31.7 11.7 13.3
Heated shelters at the parking areas 8.4 25.4 15.8 30.0 6.7 34.0
Groomed trails 53.7 85.3 56.5 71.9 48.2 71.6
Nature interpretation along the trails 12.1 45.4 21.7 50.0 9.6 31.0
Trail markers and signs 68.7 87.3 61.6 83.3 43.0 70.3
Trail maps 71.3 94.4 66.6 87.5 47.8 75.2
Long trails 69.0 78.6 58.3 81.5 35.6 48.5
Loop trails 63.2 82.1 57.6 77.8 34.8 53.0
Shelters along trails 26.1 55.6 31.6 54.4 14.5 36.7
Outhouses along trails and parking areas 27.5 63.6 35.7 50.8 17.6 50.5
REGULATION
Rider certification 19.3 32.6 38.0 40.8 18.0 26.0
'Emergencynefp'"' 29.5 48.9 45.2 62.7 29.8 43.9
Law enforcement on trails 7.5 33.8 17.9 44.8 10.3 29.0
Limits on number of people 5.4 28.6 7.4 21.2 4.0 13.3
Entry permits to use an area 2.0 23.9 4.4 30.0 2.7 21.8
Volu nteer assistants 24.0 38.7 46.6 57.4 25.2 28.1
Discourage large groups 8.4 28.4 8.2 26.8 5.7 13.3
User fees for groomed trails 10.0 30.5 18.8 ' 41.4 8.6 19.1
Source: Bureau of Business and Economic Research, The University of Montana-Missoula.
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Overall, differences in resident and nonresident responses 
to this open-ended question seem to echo other findings in 
the survey. That is, nonresident snowmobilers as a group 
seem more amenable to restrictions than do resident 
snowmobilers.
With the continuing debate over whether the National 
Park Service should limit snowmobile use in Yellowstone 
National Park, we asked our West Yellowstone respondents if 
they would return, even if they could not snowmobile in the 
park. More than 56 percent said they would return.
This access issue has economic implications for West 
Yellowstone. About $33 million o f the total nonresident 
expenditures for snowmobiling occur in West Yellowstone. 
Restricting the number of individuals in Yellowstone Park 
during the winter could decrease nonresident expenditures 
by $10 million to $15 million. This decline assumes that 
some snowmobilers might be replaced by other winter 
recreationists. These expenditure estimates translate into 
losses of between $2 million and $4 million in labor income, 
affecting winter employment opportunities in West 
Yellowstone; some full-time jobs could become part-time and 
some part-time jobs could be eliminated. As many as 150 jobs 
could be lost if the National Park Service limits snowmobiling 
in Yellowstone Park.
Gasoline Used by 
Snowmobiles
Gasoline usage estimates are important because they 
suggest taxes contributed to Montana’s highway trust fund by 
snowmobilers. Under existing law, a portion of these revenues 
are returned to snowmobilers through the trail grooming 
program.
We asked each respondent the average distance traveled 
on a typical snowmobile outing. Resident snowmobilers travel 
an average of about 50 miles per day. Nonresidents travel 
about 85 miles per day on average.
We used several additional items on the questionnaire to 
estimate and verify gas usage. Specifically, we asked three 
questions about each working snowmobile a household 
owned.
These results were then used to calculate the average 
amount of gasoline used by a Montana snowmobile in a year, 
and this average amount was multiplied by the number of 
privately owned snowmobiles. Rental machine usage was 
derived in a similar fashion. Nonresident usage was calculated 
on a per-day basis. Figure 5 summarizes these calculations.
Snowmobilers in Montana used about 4.5 million gallons 
of gas during the 2001-2002 season. Privately operated 
snowmobiles accounted for about two-thirds of the usage, or 
2.6 million gallons; rental machines, about 1.3 million
Figure 5
Gasoline Used by Snowmobiles, 
Montana, 1990-2002
Source: Bureau of Business and Economic Research, 
The University of Montana-Missouia.
gallons; and nonresidents, about 679,000 gallons. 
Snowmobilers contribute about $1.2 million annually to the 
highway trust fund.
Summary
In summary, snowmobiling is a significant sport in 
Montana, with significant economic impacts. We estimate 
that nonresident snowmobilers spent more than $44 million 
in the state during the winter of 2001-2002. Residents spent 
about $100 million during the same period.
We estimate that snowmobilers (resident and nonresident 
alike) paid more than $1.2 million directly into Montana’s 
highway trust fund during the 2001-2002 season via gasoline 
taxes. It’s worth remembering, as policy makers and others 
eye this revenue stream, that resident and nonresident 
snowmobilers differ markedly in spending patterns, concerns, 
and desires. Development of facilities and regulation of the 
sport could satisfy one group at the expense of the other. □
James T. Sylvester is an economist w it h  the Bureau.
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